[Diagnostic spectrum, treatment indication and symptom duration in initial referrals to the rheumatologist].
There is evidence that early initiation of therapy in inflammatory rheumatic diseases, in particular rheumatoid arthritis (RA), has a positive effect on disease course.To investigate referral procedures, 198 German rheumatologists reported over a 3-month period and for each patient seen for the first time on: patient characteristics, specialization of the referring physician, symptom duration, time interval between making the appointment and the first visit, diagnoses and relevant drug history. Multivariate logistic regression analyses were performed to investigate the odds ratios for a first consultation within 3 months after symptom onset.The 17,908 newly referred adult patients were 54 years old on average and 72% were women. Inflammatory rheumatic disease was diagnosed in 53%. Mean disease duration was 30 ± 57 months (median 7.3 months). There was no apparent association between patient age, education, disease severity or specialisation of the referring physician; however, there was a clear association with waiting times to first consultation.A higher number of early arthritis clinics could significantly shorten the time to first rheumatological consultation. Therefore, more efforts need to be made to fast-track referrals from primary care physicians to rheumatologists as well as to optimise rheumatologists' appointment regulations for new patients. However, these efforts can only succeed with a significant increase in the number of rheumatologists, while ensuring a firm economic basis.